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To Rev. George Hattenﬁeld:
faithful pastor,
wise mentor,
and beloved friend,
who through forty-two years of ministry
at Clintonville Baptist Church and Linworth Baptist Church
has demonstrated what it means
to shepherd the ﬂock of God.
1 Peter 5:1–4
Luke 6:40
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Welcome to the Teach the
Text Commentary Series
Why another commentary series? That was
the question the general editors posed when
Baker Books asked us to produce this series.
Is there something that we can offer to pastors and teachers that is not currently being
offered by other commentary series, or that
can be offered in a more helpful way? After
carefully researching the needs of pastors
who teach the text on a weekly basis, we
concluded that yes, more can be done; this
commentary is carefully designed to ﬁll an
important gap.
The technicality of modern commentaries often overwhelms readers with details
that are tangential to the main purpose of
the text. Discussions of source and redaction criticism, as well as detailed surveys
of secondary literature, seem far removed
from preaching and teaching the Word.
Rather than wade through technical discussions, pastors often turn to devotional commentaries, which may contain exegetical
weaknesses, misuse the Greek and Hebrew
languages, and lack hermeneutical sophistication. There is a need for a commentary
that utilizes the best of biblical scholarship

but also presents the material in a clear, concise, attractive, and user-friendly format.
This commentary is designed for that
purpose—to provide a ready reference for
the exposition of the biblical text, giving
easy access to information that a pastor
needs to communicate the text effectively.
To that end, the commentary is divided
into carefully selected preaching units, each
covered in six pages (with carefully regulated word counts both in the passage as
a whole and in each subsection). Pastors
and teachers engaged in weekly preparation thus know that they will be reading
approximately the same amount of material
on a week-by-week basis.
Each passage begins with a concise
summary of the central message, or “Big
Idea,” of the passage and a list of its main
themes. This is followed by a more detailed
interpretation of the text, including the
literary context of the passage, historical
background material, and interpretive insights. While drawing on the best of biblical
scholarship, this material is clear, concise,
and to the point. Technical material is kept
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to a minimum, with endnotes pointing the
reader to more detailed discussion and additional resources.
A second major focus of this commentary is on the preaching and teaching process itself. Few commentaries today help
the pastor/teacher move from the meaning
of the text to its effective communication.
Our goal is to bridge this gap. In addition to
interpreting the text in the “Understanding
the Text” section, each six-page unit contains a “Teaching the Text” section and an
“Illustrating the Text” section. The teaching section points to the key theological

themes of the passage and ways to communicate these themes to today’s audiences.
The illustration section provides ideas and
examples for retaining the interest of hearers and connecting the message to daily life.
The creative format of this commentary
arises from our belief that the Bible is not
just a record of God’s dealings in the past
but is the living Word of God, “alive and
active” and “sharper than any double-edged
sword” (Heb. 4:12). Our prayer is that this
commentary will help to unleash that transforming power for the glory of God.
The General Editors
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Introduction to the Teach the
Text Commentary Series
This series is designed to provide a ready reference for teaching the biblical text, giving
easy access to information that is needed to
communicate a passage effectively. To that
end, the commentary is carefully divided
into units that are faithful to the biblical
authors’ ideas and of an appropriate length
for teaching or preaching.
The following standard sections are offered in each unit.
1. Big Idea. For each unit the commentary
identiﬁes the primary theme, or “Big
Idea,” that drives both the passage and
the commentary.
2. Key Themes. Together with the Big
Idea, the commentary addresses in
bullet-point fashion the key ideas
presented in the passage.
3. Understanding the Text. This section
focuses on the exegesis of the text and
includes several sections.
a. The Text in Context. Here the
author gives a brief explanation
of how the unit ﬁts into the ﬂow
of the text around it, including

b.

c.

d.

e.

reference to the rhetorical strategy
of the book and the unit’s contribution to the purpose of the book.
Outline/Structure. For some literary genres (e.g., epistles), a brief
exegetical outline may be provided
to guide the reader through the
structure and ﬂow of the passage.
Historical and Cultural Background. This section addresses
historical and cultural background
information that may illuminate a
verse or passage.
Interpretive Insights. This section
provides information needed for
a clear understanding of the passage. The intention of the author
is to be highly selective and concise rather than exhaustive and
expansive.
Theological Insights. In this very
brief section the commentary
identiﬁes a few carefully selected
theological insights about the
passage.
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4. Teaching the Text. Under this second
main heading the commentary offers
guidance for teaching the text. In this
section the author lays out the main
themes and applications of the passage. These are linked carefully to the
Big Idea and are represented in the Key
Themes.

5. Illustrating the Text. Here the commentary provides suggestions of where
useful illustrations may be found in
ﬁelds such as literature, entertainment, history, or biography. They are
intended to provide general ideas for
illustrating the passage’s key themes
and so serve as a catalyst for effectively
illustrating the text.
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Abbreviations
b.
ca.
cf.
chap(s).
e.g.
esp.
ESV
KJV
MT

born
circa
confer, compare
chapter(s)
exempli gratia, for example
especially
English Standard Version
King James Version
Masoretic Text

NASB
NIV
NJPS

NKJV
T. Job
v(v).

New American Standard Bible
New International Version
The Tanakh: The Holy
Scriptures: The New JPS
Translation according to the
Traditional Hebrew Text
New King James Version
Testament of Job
verse(s)
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Introduction to Job
Authorship, Date, and Setting

The book of Job does not identify its
author or indicate the date when it was
written. The story is set outside of Israel,
likely in the land of Edom, so the historical
narratives in the Old Testament cannot be
used to determine speciﬁcally when the
action occurred. In addition, the date
when the book was composed may not
have been the same as the literary setting
of the action, because authors often set
their texts in historical periods different
from their own. Furthermore, the theme of
suffering that dominates the book of Job
is a common subject discussed by humans
in every age.
Because of these uncertain factors, interpreters throughout history have arrived
at a wide variety of opinions concerning
who wrote this book and when.1 The Jewish
Babylonian Talmud attributes the book to
Moses, but various rabbis suggest numerous other alternatives. The early church
father Eusebius asserts that the book

contains accurate transcripts of speeches
that were recorded at the time they were
spoken, which he believes was around the
time of Abraham. Other interpreters have
suggested dates throughout Israel’s history,
with some dating Job as late as the postexilic period (sixth century BC and later).
Many of the details in the book seem to
ﬁt best in the patriarchal age of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. For instance, the old divine names El, Eloah, and Shaddai are used
throughout most of the book. Also, Job’s
possessions closely resemble the holdings
of the patriarchs, and his life span is comparable to theirs. However, the themes of
the book of Job are related best to the Old
Testament wisdom books of Proverbs and
Ecclesiastes, as Job and his friends wrestle
with the traditional wisdom teaching that
God blesses the righteous but punishes the
wicked.
When all these factors are considered
together, it may be best to regard the book
of Job as written by an unidentiﬁed wisdom teacher, likely during the period when
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wisdom ﬂourished in Israel, beginning in
the time of Solomon (tenth century BC)
and continuing at least through the time
of Hezekiah in the eighth century BC (cf.
Prov. 25:1). Making use of a story set in
the ancient patriarchal period but outside
of Israel, the writer addresses the age-old,
universal issue of human suffering in the
context of the inﬁnite wisdom, authority,
and righteousness of Yahweh.
Unity and Structure

Many interpreters of the book of Job have
argued that it is composed of disparate
texts that have been stitched together by
one or more editors.2 In particular, they
claim that the portrayal of Job as a model
of patience in the prose framework of
the book clashes with the deﬁance of Job
in the central, poetic section. Often, the
poem praising wisdom in chapter 28 and
the speeches of Elihu in chapters 32–37 are
regarded as later additions, and some of the
speeches in the third cycle (chaps. 22–27)
are reconﬁgured and reassigned to different speakers.
It must be recognized, however,
that the actual manuThe landscape of
script
evidence supports the
the land of Edom,

arrangement of the book as we now have it,
and there is no textual data that corroborates the hypothetical reconstructions of
Job. In fact, when the book of Job is read
closely, it renders a coherent and profound
development of thought. Following numerous examples in both ancient and more recent texts, the book of Job wraps a prose
prologue and epilogue around an embedded
poetic center. The prose framework refers
to data in the poetry. The poetry assumes
knowledge of the prologue, and its conﬂicts
are resolved in the epilogue.
In the prologue (chaps. 1–2), Job’s righteous character is repeatedly described by
the narrator (1:1) and by Yahweh (1:8; 2:3).
The challenge by the adversary about the
motivation that prompts Job’s righteous
behavior is disclosed, as well as Yahweh’s
permission for the adversary to bring calamity into Job’s experience in order to test
the sincerity of his commitment to Yahweh.
The adversary proceeds to wreak destruction on Job’s possessions, family, and body.
The lengthy poetic section begins with
Job’s opening lament (chap. 3), and then his
three friends try to explain to Job why he
has experienced this adversity and what he
needs to do to resolve his miserable condition. Job and the friends go through three

possible setting for
the book of Job
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rounds of speeches in chapters 4–27, with
everyone becoming more agitated, so that
at the end of the section their communication falls apart.
At this point, the narrator interjects a
poem in praise of wisdom in chapter 28,
which serves to refocus attention on the key
theme of the fear of the Lord, the foundational principle of wisdom (see Prov. 9:10).
Job then speaks in chapters 29–31, culminating with a challenge to God to answer
him (31:35). A young man, Elihu, then unexpectedly speaks up in chapters 32–37, in a
valiant but vain attempt to provide youthful
insight where the older wisdom teachers
have failed. Finally, Yahweh breaks his silence, in chapters 38–41. By posing more
than seventy unanswerable questions to Job,
Yahweh brings Job to the realization that
although he is innocent of sin, he is ignorant
of the ways of Yahweh. In the ﬁnal chapter
of the book, Job withdraws his legal claim
against Yahweh, and then Yahweh restores
Job’s reputation, his fortune, and his family.
Literature

The writer of Job so masterfully combines
grand themes with exquisite language and
intricate structure that this book is rightfully regarded as one of the best literary
texts ever written. It does not ﬁt any speciﬁc
literary type; rather, it combines the best
of proverbs, hymns, laments, nature poetry,
and legal rhetoric into a unique and brilliant composition.
A debated interpretive question for this
book is its relationship to factual history.
Does it record the literal account of the
calamity that overwhelmed a man named
Job at a speciﬁc time and place, along with
transcripts of the actual words spoken by

Outline of Job
Job and his friends as
1. Prologue (1–2)
they endeavored to come
2. Dialogue: first cycle
to terms with his tragedy?
(3–14)
a. Job (3)
Or, rather, does the book
b. Eliphaz (4–5)
communicate theological
c. Job (6–7)
truth through the means
d. Bildad (8)
of imaginative literature?
e. Job (9–10)
Scholars who hold to the
f. Zophar (11)
g. Job (12–14)
Bible as the inspired and
3. Dialogue: second
inerrant Word of God
cycle (15–21)
have taken different poa. Eliphaz (15)
sitions on this issue.
b. Job (16–17)
The historicity of the
c. Bildad (18)
d. Job (19)
book of Job must not
e. Zophar (20)
be rejected on a priori
f. Job (21)
grounds. The biblical
4. Dialogue: third cycle
references to Job in Eze(22–27)
kiel 14:14, 20 and James
a. Eliphaz (22)
b. Job (23–24)
5:11 refer to him just as a
c. Bildad (25)
historical ﬁgure would be
d. Job (26–27)
indicated. The question
5. Interlude (28)
of the historical factual6. Job (29–31)
ness of the book of Job,
7. Elihu (32–37)
8. Yahweh (38–41)
then, must be decided by
9. Epilogue (42)
a careful scrutiny of the
textual data in the book.
The opening words in
the book of Job are similar to the expressions in both 1 Samuel 1:1, which introduces
the historical narrative of the birth of Samuel, and 2 Samuel 12:1, when Nathan begins
to tell David an imaginary story about a
poor man and his lamb that is stolen by
his rich neighbor. The setting of the book
is outside of Israel, in the land of Uz, and
Job is not presented as a member of the
covenant family. The narrator proceeds to
describe Job and his initial situation in ideal
terms, followed by a series of catastrophes
that destroy virtually all that Job owns and
loves. As Job and his friends dialogue about

Daniel3J. Estes, Job
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2013. Used by permission.

Introduction to Job

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
Estes_Job_JK_mw.indd 3

3/19/13 11:22 AM

Job has been placed in the genre of
wisdom literature. In order to understand
Job more fully, scholars have looked
for Mesopotamian parallels. The
Mesopotamian text shown here, known as
Ludlul bel Nemeqi (“I Will Praise the Lord
of Wisdom”), also features a pious, though
not blameless, man who endures suffering
and calamity yet praises his god.

his situation, they take
ke
turns speaking through
gh
three cycles, in languagee
that seems to suggestt
conscious artistry ratherr
than being the transcripts
ts
of real, extemporaneouss
responses. The resolution
n
in the epilogue neatly adddresses and rights manyy
of the conﬂicts raised in the
dialogue.
In the Bible, there are numerous examples of historical narratives that describe
actual events in time and space, and this
could be the case in the book of Job. On
the other hand, there are also frequent uses
of ﬁctional stories, such as the parables that
Jesus told in the Gospels, and Job could
plausibly be read in that way. It is evident
that in the Bible the Holy Spirit employed
both historical narrative and imaginative
literature to teach divine truth; what is not
so clear is which kind of literature is represented in the book of Job.
Purpose

The book of Job does not state its purpose in explicit terms, but it does provide
several clues about why it was written.
Even a cursory reading of the book indicates that it is a supplement to wisdom
Introduction to Job

te
teaching
like that found
in the book of Proverbs.
Th
The predominant theme
of Proverbs is that Yahweh blesses those who
we
are
ar wise and righteous,
but he punishes those who
bu
are foolish and wicked;
ar
this teaching is known as
th
retribution theology. In
re
Job, retribution theology
Jo
is tested to see how far it
can be legitimately apca
plie Job’s friends insist
plied.
that retribution is a ﬁxed
formula that applies to every case,
so Job’s suffering indicates that he must
have sinned. Job is
i confused, because he
is conﬁdent that he is innocent, and yet
he is suffering ter
terribly. A major purpose
of the book of Job is to demonstrate that
though retribution is true as a general pattern, Yahweh’s sovereign rule of the world
cannot be reduced to a rigid retribution
formula.
This book is also written to teach that
humans are limited in their knowledge of
what Yahweh is doing. Most of the book
is acted out on the earthly stage, as Job
and his friends discuss his adversity and
its probable cause. The reader, however,
learns from the prologue that there is much
more going on than the humans realize.
Yahweh has clearly affirmed the righteous
character of Job, and the adversary has
accused Job of insincere motivations for
his pious actions. At the end of the book,
Job comes to the realization that what he
knows as a human is minuscule compared
with what the omniscient Yahweh knows,
so Job yields to him.
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The book of Job also reveals that Yahweh, as the Sovereign Lord, is free to act in
ways that may seem surprising to humans.
Even though his standard mode of operation is retribution, as taught in Proverbs,
Yahweh is not bound by the retribution
formula. He may allow a case like Job’s,
in which a righteous person suffers adversity, for purposes that are known only to
him. On the other hand, Yahweh is also free
to act in grace, granting blessing to those
who deserve nothing but divine judgment.
The book of Job, then, serves to supplement the traditional wisdom taught in
Proverbs by directing the reader to trust
in Yahweh, even when he does not seem
to act according to his standard pattern.
Because Yahweh is righteous, he may be
trusted to act according to his holy character. However, his knowledge surpasses
what humans can understand, and he is
free to act in ways that humans may not
be able to comprehend with their ﬁnite
perspective. Humans can trust Yahweh
even when they cannot understand his
mysterious ways.
Theme

In its themes, the book of Job touches
upon many important subjects. One of
its primary topics is the inﬁnite wisdom
of Yahweh, which transcends what humans are able to comprehend. Job and his
friends discuss Job’s condition as though
they could understand how Yahweh governs his world. When Yahweh speaks to
Job, however, his numerous unanswerable
questions demonstrate that his knowledge
far exceeds what any human can understand. The book of Proverbs discloses
many features in Yahweh’s world that are

observable to humans, but the book of
Job explains that beyond all that can be
known there are vast areas that Yahweh
knows perfectly but that remain mysterious for humans.
The book also amends retribution
theology to account for Yahweh’s transcendent knowledge and his sovereign freedom.
The blessing that Yahweh restores to Job
in the epilogue indicates that retribution
is a valid general pattern of how Yahweh
rules in his world. In the speciﬁc details,
however, there are aspects of life in which
retribution must not be pressed into a rigid
and absolute formula. There are other factors at work that alter the typical pattern
of cause and effect in life. For that reason,
a good person like Job may suffer adversity,
and evildoers may succeed, but Yahweh will
bring things to a proper resolution in his
own time, way, and purpose.
Although the book of Job does not formally address the problem of evil, which
asks why innocent people suffer in a world
governed by a God who is all-good and allpowerful, it does provide several insights
that relate to the issue. The book teaches
that suffering is not always attributable
to personal sin. It also indicates that factors beyond human control can intrude,
such as the suffering that Job experienced
at the instigation of the adversary. Job’s
ﬁnal response reveals that suffering can
result in instruction and growth, as God
brings good out of evil. Ultimately, the
book of Job brings the reader to realize
that the explanation for why good people
suffer must be left in the realm of divine
mystery, but that Yahweh can be trusted,
even when humans cannot comprehend
all of his ways.
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Wor ks Based on the Book of Jo b
Many literary and art works have been based on and refer to the
book of Job. Notable among them is the Pulitzer Prize–winning
verse drama J.B. (1958) by Archibald MacLeish (1892–1982).
MacLeish frighteningly recasts the sufferings of Job in the modern world. More crucially, MacLeish’s attitude toward what he
perceives to be the basic question involved—the question of why
humans suffer—is one not confined to Old Testament tradition.
MacLeish is not affirming traditional faith; he suggests that a
new faith is needed, one that many people in the contemporary
world find attractive. A comparison with J.B. could be used
substantially throughout a study of Job to show the difference
in perspective between the traditional view of Job taken in
this commentary and MacLeish’s. (J.B. has been specifically
referenced a few times in the “Illustrating the Text” sections.)
A second literary work is a short story by William Humphrey
(b. 1924) called “A Job of the Plains” (1965). This story tells
Job’s account from the perspective of an earthy, hardworking
farmer named Dobbs. It contains irony and a touch of cynicism.
Finally, the renowned British poet William Blake (1757–
1827) published a book of twenty-two engravings of the book of
Job (Illustrations of the Book of Job, 1826). They are considered
masterpieces.

Teaching and Preaching Job

When the book of Job is taught or preached,
it should be communicated in a way that
is true to its intended meaning. The book
must be read as a complete unit, with
the prose prologue and epilogue framing the poetic speeches in the main body
of the work. The framework, reinforced
by the narrator’s interlude in chapter 28,
provides the interpretive clues that enable
the reader to evaluate what Job, the friends,
and Elihu say. Yahweh’s speeches are crucial
for bringing Job and the present reader to an
understanding of the transcendent divine
knowledge and the mystery that humans
must accept.
It is helpful to begin a study of Job with
an overview of the book as a whole. The
prologue should be analyzed in detail to
provide an interpretive lens through which
Introduction to Job

to view the rest of the book. As the speeches
unfold in the long dialogue section, they
should be related back to the synthesis of
the book. If this is not done, then the faulty
statements and arguments by Job and the
other speakers can be wrongly taken as
truth, when in fact a careful consideration
of what the entire book teaches unmasks
them.
The book of Job is primarily ancient poetry, which presents some signiﬁcant challenges for the modern teacher or preacher.
Poetry makes use of many ﬁgures of speech
that may be difficult for the contemporary
reader to grasp. A good tool for unlocking
the meaning of the images in Job is the Dictionary of Biblical Imagery (InterVarsity,
1998). The book of Job also alludes to many
ancient customs that were understandable
to its original audience but are unfamiliar to people today. Two useful guides to
these topics are the IVP Bible Background
Commentary: Old Testament (InterVarsity,
2000), and the Zondervan Illustrated Bible
Backgrounds Commentary (Zondervan,
2009).3
It is also important to read the book
of Job within its larger biblical context,
because other passages of Scripture can
ﬁll in the picture that is only sketched in
Job. While one must not read later New
Testament teaching back into Job in uncritical ways (for example, turning Job’s
words in 19:25 into a clear anticipation
of the resurrection of Christ, as in the famous aria in Handel’s Messiah), it should
be recognized that later passages in the
Bible may well be relevant in explaining
the signiﬁcance of features in Job (for
example, subsequent biblical revelation
about the character and career of Satan
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may illuminate the action narrated in Job
1–2). For assistance in understanding the
wider theological dimensions of Job, a
helpful resource is the Dictionary of the
Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry and Writings (InterVarsity, 2008).4
The book of Job has too often been neglected in the teaching and preaching of
the church. This is regrettable, because Job
addresses important questions that people

in the contemporary church are asking. Its
powerful literature and compelling story
combine to direct the reader to trust the
Lord, who alone knows and controls all that
affects the lives of humans in his world. This
marvelous book is the word of God and by
all means should be studied carefully and
communicated clearly. The purpose of this
commentary is to equip pastors, teachers,
and students to do just that.

William Blake’s drawing of Job and his family, plate 1 from
the Book of Job (ca. 1825)
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Job 1

Adversity of a Righteous Man
Big Idea In the face of severe adversity, Job lives up to the Lord’s confidence in his character.

Understanding the Text
The Text in Context
Job 1 and 2 serve as a prologue for the
book. The initial chapter introduces the
protagonist, Job, as a man of exemplary
character. Both the narrator (1:1) and
Yahweh (1:8) describe Job as blameless,
righteous, and God-fearing. The rest of
the book is intended to be read with this
introduction in mind. Under the intense
pressure that he faces, Job will make some
statements that sound harsh toward God,
but the prologue makes it clear that Job is
a profoundly righteous man.
Both the prologue (Job 1–2) and the epilogue (42:7–17) are written in prose, but the
rest of the book is predominantly poetry.
The prologue and epilogue, then, function
as a literary and interpretive framework
for this long and intricate book. In fact,
without the prose framework, it would be
difficult to read the rest of the book as a
coherent story with a beginning, development, and resolution.
Historical and Cultural Background
The ancient Near Eastern religions outside of Israel were polytheistic, and most of
Job 1

these systems of thought pictured a divine
council that made major decisions affecting humans.1 Job 1 depicts a gathering of
beings who are called “the sons of God,”
and this entourage includes a ﬁgure called
the satan, a Hebrew term that refers to an
adversary or accuser. Rather than being
their equal, however, Yahweh is clearly
presented as superior to the sons of God.
They all have to answer to Yahweh, and they
must work within the limits he places upon
them. The satan, then, is not independent of
Yahweh or equal to Yahweh; he is a heavenly
creature subservient to the one true God.
Interpretive Insights
1:1 This man was blameless. Usually in
the Old Testament when a major ﬁgure is
introduced, his genealogy is traced. In the
case of Job, however, it is his exemplary
character that is prominent. In the ﬁrst verse
of the book the narrator describes Job in
glowing terms: “This man was blameless
and upright; he feared God and shunned
evil.” Later, in 1:8 and 2:3, Yahweh repeats
this description, affirming Job’s impeccable
character as a man of integrity and piety.
As a sterling example of biblical wisdom,
Job loves what Yahweh loves, and he avoids
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Key Themes of Job 1

what displeases Yahweh. This is not a claim
that Job is morally perfect as Yahweh is
perfect, but rather, within the bounds of
human fallenness, the righteousness of Job
is commended by Yahweh.
1:3 He was the greatest man among all
the people of the East. By every tangible
measure, Job is prosperous. When this description is read against the background of
the book of Proverbs, Job is indeed living,
at the very highest level, the good life that
wisdom promises as a blessing from Yahweh (Prov. 10:22).
1:6 Satan also came with them. In the
New Testament, Satan is the leader of the
forces of evil who endeavors to thwart the
will of God. Satan is portrayed as unsuccessfully trying to tempt Jesus (Matt. 4:1–
11) and as resisting the rule of God (Rev.
12:9; 20:2, 7–8). Elsewhere in the Old Testament, aside from the references to Satan
in 1 Chronicles 21:1 and Zechariah 3:1–2,
the Hebrew term satan is translated as a
descriptive expression (e.g., “adversary” in
1 Kings 5:4; “accuser” in Ps. 109:6) instead
of as a personal name (Satan) for the enemy
of God and his people.
In Job 1–2, the Hebrew expression includes the deﬁnite article before the term
satan, which means an adversary, or in a
legal context, an accuser. Because the satan
here seems to be included in the heavenly
group of the sons of God, many scholars
have concluded that this is a member of
Yahweh’s assembly who does not maliciously assault Job but rather only expresses
doubt about God’s policy of rewarding
righteousness. In this view, he functions
as a prosecuting attorney who raises concerns about Job’s motives in being pious
before God.

*

Yahweh commends Job’s righteous pattern of life.

*

The adversary questions Job’s motives behind his
practices.

*

Job’s adversity is caused by factors well beyond his
control.

*

Job responds to his calamity with deep pain but also
with unshaken commitment to Yahweh.

This could be true, but one should also
consider that the same Hebrew term is used
frequently in Old Testament narratives and
in the Psalms to refer to enemies who make
verbal accusations against the righteous.
Also, of the thirty-four New Testament
references to Satan, twenty-eight use the
deﬁnite article when they speak of him (e.g.,
in Rev. 20:2, 7, when the Lord defeats his
ancient enemy, Satan, and binds him for
one thousand years). In the Old Testament,
the deﬁnite article is also sometimes used
in this fashion, as for example when “the
God” refers to God or “the baal” refers to
the Canaanite deity Baal. In view of this,
there appears to be signiﬁcant evidence for
viewing the adversary in Job as an antagonist to Yahweh and his servant Job.
1:9 Does Job fear God for nothing?
When Yahweh points out Job’s exemplary
life, the adversary suggests that Job may be
using Yahweh to get the material blessings
he wants. Unstated, but perhaps hinted implicitly, is that Yahweh may be using Job to
get the worship he craves from humans. If
this is the case, then the adversary is making
an accusation concerning the motivation
that prompts Job’s apparently exemplary
piety.
1:10–11 Have you not put a hedge
around him? The Bible often speaks about
how God is the protector of his people (cf.
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Pss. 91; 121). Here, the adversary asks a
question about the motivation for Job’s
piety, and then he boldly charges that if
Yahweh were to remove this hedge from Job
and allow Job’s perfect life to be touched by
calamity, then Job’s worship would morph
into cursing. Interestingly, the Hebrew term
that the adversary uses for “curse” typically
has the opposite meaning, “bless”; the same
term also has the meaning “curse” in 1:5,
when Job offers sacriﬁces for his children
in case they have sinned and cursed God
in their hearts.
1:12 everything he has is in your power.
Because Yahweh alone is God and the supreme sovereign over all, he could reject the
adversary’s challenge outright. As a created being, the adversary is not Yahweh’s
equal and he cannot compel Yahweh to do
anything. Yahweh, however, does not duck
the challenge but allows the adversary to
touch Job’s possessions. At this time, Yahweh prohibits the adversary from afflicting
Job’s body. Job is totally unaware of this
heavenly conversation that prompts the
calamity that is to follow.
1:13–19 I am the only one who has escaped to tell you! Narrative literature in the
Old Testament typically focuses on action
and dialogue rather than description, which is certainly the case
in Job 1:13–19. In this episode,
the report of Job’s adversity
sounds like a newscast giving the
stark facts of the calamity and
omitting any reference to Job’s

feelings in the face of this immense human
tragedy. The scene shifts from heaven (1:12)
to earth (1:13–19) as four servants come to
Job in rapid succession, each with devastating news. In just a few moments Job is
reduced from riches to rags, from delight
to disaster, from celebration to sorrow.
Job knows nothing of the conversation in
heaven between Yahweh and the adversary.
All he can see is the devastation of his livelihood and his family. If the adversary is
correct, then Job’s faith in Yahweh will soon
collapse as well. On the other hand, if Job’s
pious behavior is truly rooted in his heart,
then his faith in Yahweh will survive amid
the rubble of his experience.
1:20–22 Then he fell to the ground in worship. Job’s response to this profound calamity is twofold. Feeling the full force of grief,
he tears his clothing and shaves off his hair,
which are customary rites of mourning in
the ancient world (cf. Gen. 37:34; Isa. 15:2;
Jer. 7:29). At the same time, Job also falls
to the ground and humbly worships God.
All that he owns has been given by Yahweh
rather than gained by his own efforts, and all
that he has just lost has been taken away by
Yahweh rather than merely by the secondary
agents who have inﬂicted damage on him. He

In 1:17, among the calamities that befall Job are the
loss of his camels and the death of his servants by
Chaldean raiding parties. This Assyrian relief shows
a woman and a herd of camels seized during one of
Tiglath-Pileser’s military campaigns (central palace
at Nimrud, 728 BC).
Job 1
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concludes by blessing Yahweh, not by cursing
him as the adversary predicted in 1:11. The
narrator puts a ﬁnal exclamation point on
Job’s response: “In all this, Job did not sin
by charging God with wrongdoing” (1:22).
Theological Insights
Only on rare occasions does the Bible
part the curtains so that the reader can catch
a glimpse of what is happening behind the
scenes of human history. In Ephesians 6:12,
Paul says that Christians struggle against the
spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly
realms. The prophet Elisha prays in 2 Kings
6:17 that Yahweh will open the eyes of his
servant to see the invisible divine forces protecting Elisha. Daniel 10 speaks of angelic
conﬂict that affects the success of nations.
Although the book of Job may have been
written as an imaginative parable rather
than as literal historical narrative (see the
discussion in the introduction), in either
case the reference to the adversary in Job
1–2 may be compared to other biblical passages. If the adversary is a member of the
divine council who assists Yahweh in the
governance of his world, then he plays a role
comparable to the spirit in 1 Kings 22:19–
23. On the other hand, if his actions toward
Job are malicious, then the concept of the
adversary here could be viewed as a precursor to a more fully formed understanding
of Satan, whose activity as the accuser of
God’s people is developed explicitly in the
New Testament (Rev. 12:9–10).

Teaching the Text
Even though every person faces a unique set
of circumstances, adversity is an experience

that runs throughout human history. Some
people face medical problems; for others the
challenge may be ﬁnancial, psychological,
or interpersonal. Sooner or later, everyone
experiences pain. The story of Job resonates with us, because Job walked down
the same path of adversity that all humans
do. Like Job, we too ﬁnd ourselves asking
why bad things happen in a world in which
the good God is in control.
The book of Job sets the scene in chapter 1 by narrating how in the face of severe
adversity Job lives up to the Lord’s conﬁdence in his character. Job’s good character
is evidenced by his righteous patterns of
life. Both the narrator (1:1) and Yahweh
(1:8) describe Job in glowing terms. Even
though Job’s wealth is impressive, that is
not the focus. Rather, his résumé highlights
his character more than his possessions, a
stark difference from how our contemporary culture measures success and value. In
his patterns of life Job demonstrates integrity, commitment to God’s moral standards,
reverence for God, and an aversion to evil,
which in the Old Testament wisdom literature are the essential components of the
wise and righteous life.
As the adversary questions God’s policy
of rewarding righteousness, he also calls
into question Job’s motives. Many people
are interested in appearing generous, kind,
thoughtful, and righteous, but they may
be prompted by impure motives (compare
Jesus’s condemnation of practices done
to be noticed by others [Matt. 6:1–6]). For
example, a generous donation to charity
may be given primarily for the tax beneﬁt
it provides. An apparently kind gesture may
really be part of a marketing strategy to
produce a sale. The adversary in the book
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of Job argues that adversity will prove that
Job’s reputation for righteousness is only
skin-deep, that it is not really Job’s character at all but only his response to a ﬂawed
divine policy.
The adversities we experience can come
from many sources. Some result from our
own mistakes and choices. Others are beyond our personal control, such as many
medical problems, ﬁnancial issues caused
by macroeconomic factors, or traffic accidents. The book of Job indicates that
some adversities that humans experience
may be rooted in cosmic issues that extend
far beyond one’s individual responsibility.
Job’s initial response to his calamity
reﬂects deep pain but also unshaken commitment to the Lord (1:21–22). Faith in God
does not mean that we face pain with a
stoic, unfeeling response. When adversity
strikes our lives, we can and should feel the
full extent of the pain. Faith does not deny
pain, but rather it takes the pain to the Lord.
The numerous psalms of lament, such as
Psalms 3, 13, 22, 42, and 142, provide us
examples of godly people expressing their
deep pain to the Lord and then trusting
him with their trouble. Like Job and the
psalmists learned, our adversity can lead
us into new frontiers in our knowledge of
and conﬁdence in the Lord.

Illustrating the Text
All humans face adversity in some form
or another.

News Stories: Recent statistics about medical

problems, ﬁnancial difficulties, and natural disasters illustrate the principle that all
people face adversity. The power of adversity
to quickly reduce a person from prosperity
Job 1

to poverty was witnessed in the stock market
crash of 1929, when wealthy people lost
everything.
While reputation is often based on how
one appears to others, character is what
one is truly like.

Literature: Sense and Sensibility, by Jane
Austen. In British writer Jane Austen’s

(1775–1817) ﬁrst published novel, Sense
and Sensibility (1811), Marianne Dashwood perceives John Willoughby as gallant, but in reality his actions prove him
to be a man of poor character. Early on
(chap. 10) she thinks of him, “When he was
present she had no eyes for anyone else.
Everything he did was right. Everything he
said was clever.” Another character, Elinor,
ﬁnally notes, “The world had made him
extravagant and vain—extravagance and
vanity had made him cold-hearted and selfish. Vanity, while seeking its own guilty
triumph at the expense of another, had
involved him in a real attachment, which
extravagance, or at least its offspring
necessity, had required to be sacriﬁced.
Each faulty propensity in leading him to
evil, had led him likewise to punishment”
(chap. 44).
Literature: Paradise Lost, by John Milton.
The craft and malice of Satan are featured
in John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) on the
grandest scale. In fact, Satan is so grand
and larger-than-life in this epic that some
critics have called him the hero of the poem,
a contention C. S. Lewis seriously disputes
in A Preface to Paradise Lost (1942). Nevertheless, few works anywhere so powerfully
display Satan in all his demonic, fallen glory.
Many passages bear reading; one suggestion would be from Book I, which describes
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the fall of this huge, powerful being who
chose to compete with God.
Who ﬁrst seduced them [Adam and
Eve] to that foul revolt?
Th’ infernal Serpent; he it was,
whose guile
Stirred up with envy and revenge,
deceived
The mother of mankind, what time
his pride
Had cast him out from Heav’n, with
all his host
Of rebel angels, by whose aid
aspiring
To set himself in glory above his
peers
He trusted to have equaled the Most
High,
If he opposed; and with ambitious
aim
Against the throne and monarch of
God
Raised impious war in Heav’n and
battle proud
With vain attempt. Him the
Almighty Power
Hurled headlong ﬂaming from th’
ethereal sky
With hideous ruin and combustion
down
To bottomless perdition, there to
dwell
In adamantine chains and penal ﬁre,
Who durst defy th’ Omnipotent to
arms.2

Art: Gustave Doré. French illustrator,

sculptor, artist, and engraver Doré (1832–
83) has illustrated Paradise Lost. Doré’s
images can reinforce the power of Satan
to destroy and deceive.

Illustration of Satan being cast out of heaven (by Gustave Doré for
John Milton’s Paradise Lost, 1866)
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